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Abstract 
As part of university training for pre and primary school teachers, the teaching practice internship in schools and the teaching 
project carried out on which the thesis is based is a fundamental process in constructing the future profession. This experience 
gives future teachers the opportunity to practice formulating research questions, plan and implement a teaching process and 
engage in critical reflection regarding the specific object of study. This paper is part of a study, being carried out in the Education 
Faculty of a University in the North of Italy, which involves two courses and considers the construction of the peer work group, 
the use of planning tools and individual and group documentation- also in virtual platforms- as well as discussion about the 
research objects to be crucial training strategies. The paper illustrates the results of an exploratory study aimed at investigating 
innovative aspects, strong and critical points with the students involved in the shared process based on their future experience as 
teachers. 
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1. Introduction 
The Education Faculty at the University of Milano-Bicocca, which trains future kindergarten and primary school 
teachers, great value is given to the assistant teaching internships which are part of the course of study (Gelati, 
Kanizsa, 2011; Nigris, 2004). During the last year, students are invited to set down, together with the professor, the 
supervisor and the host tutor, a proposal to be carried out at school with a class group. In the fourth year, students 
are assessed based on the complexity of a 120-hour project in direct contact with children, a sort of transformation 
from student-trainee to student teacher. The relationship is one of the fundamental elements of a teacher’s actions 
and we mention it in order to highlight the value of this aspect that permeates the entire training process of these 
students. The proposals are adapted to the structure of the specific school, taking into account the rigidity and 
limitations in the planning stage. But, in addition to the constraints, the richness of reality is also evident, which 
impacts on the implementation of the proposals. Children’s words, teachers’ teachers, the actions that take place, 
deeply affect the panorama, modifying the design plan. In such a crucial moment, essential for their future 
profession, there are some key elements that are able to connote it in a positive way. It is in this sense that, after 
years of work, the authors felt the need to start comparing, questioning their actions and opening a dimension of 
* Corresponding 
 





Available online at www.sciencedirect.com
© 2013 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. Open access under CC BY-NC-ND license.
Selection and/or peer-review under responsibility of Academic World Education and Research Center.
1972   Monica Guerra and Franca Zuccoli /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  116 ( 2014 )  1971 – 1975 
collegiality regarding projects that were being done with students, in particular focusing on this last part of the 
course. 
As part of university training for pre and primary school teachers, the teaching practice in schools and the 
teaching internship project on which the thesis is based is a fundamental process in constructing the future 
profession (Agrati, 2008; Altet, 1994, 2006). This experience gives future teachers the opportunity to practice 
formulating research questions, plan and implement teaching processes and to engage in critical reflection regarding 
the specific object of study (Mortari, 2009; Schon, 2006). This paper is part of a study being the carried out at the 
Education Faculty at the University of Milan-Bicocca, which involves two courses. The construction of peer group 
work, the use of individual and group planning tools, documentation and virtual platforms, as well as discussion 
about the research objects are considered to be crucial training strategies. Here we will set out the results of an 
exploratory study aimed at investigating innovative aspects, the strong and critical points with the students involved 
in the shared process based on their future experience as teachers. 
2. Emerging issues from fact-finding 
The survey focused on rereading the conclusive study experience of student teachers through interviews and 
focus groups involving 50 graduate students and recent graduates. During the preliminary phase, "the relationship 
between the student's experience during training-research regarding him/herself and the future teacher in training-
research with pupils is evident and qualifying, highlighting the specificity of the two roles, but also the continuity of 
an approach and a view qualified as being "in research" and characterized by an attitude of authentic curiosity 
towards the various objects and subjects met with" (Guerra, Zuccoli, in press). 
The issues around which stakeholders were then invited to reflect and discuss include: 
- The most interesting aspects of the proposal during the course of the thesis 
- The difficulties encountered 
- The usefulness of working methods proposed during these first professional experiences 
The preliminary analysis of the content evidenced certain core themes which we summarize below.  A final 
reading of the training experience regarding the possibility for research-training, refers to the idea of the teacher as 
researcher, and shows parallels between planned training processes and actions carried out which were hypothesized 
by researchers. 
2.1. The construction of the research question 
The starting point highlighted the process that leads to the identification and definition of the initial question 
(White, 2009). This process is emphasized above all the request that the student "start from personal interest and 
research", which immediately puts the student in a position to experiment, and perhaps gain a better understanding 
of the role of motivation in the learning process, even if "there are times when you feel so free in research that you 
get disoriented, and sometimes you don’t understand where you’re going, even despite shared discussions, you feel 
as if you need clear guidelines and rules". 
The spiral path which ultimately leads to better define the object of study and reflection recalls the suggested 
approach to qualitative research, in particular grounded theory, where the starting point stems from an impelling 
question and the provocative thought of the researcher, which is defined and structured through exploring the 
context. The questions which result from the question posed by the researcher allows for further specification and 
focusing on more specific objects of investigation, making them more contextualized and in dialogue with each 
other. Researchers’ questions around a given issue, then, are developed thanks to encountering and dialoguing with 
the context, also becoming more also articulated. In the same way, the non-univocal and predetermined relationship 
between objectives and methods is made explicit: "I was able to see how the fixed objectives could be reached 
without having pre-established, planned work stages". The role of questions makes it clear how they can be used as 
a teaching method that allows individuals to find their own strategies and answers: "Whenever something didn’t 
work, my advisor stimulated me with questions, not giving me ready answers. I think this conditions students to 
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create the habit of critical reflection regarding their actions and this can only be an advantage for personal and 
professional growth". 
2.2. The interplay between theory and practice 
Another issue highlighted concerns the congruence between work methodologies and the underlying theoretical 
plan, to create a virtuous relationship between the theoretical and practical dimensions of experience: "I know that I 
couldn’t go back to the thoughts that I had before embarking on this adventure. This way of working has become 
part of me, I know what can be accomplished and the difficulties created by the context are not excuses for not 
trying". This congruence is developed thanks to the coherence between the initial question, the choices that 
characterize the teaching action, the teaching plan and its implementation. 
In the effort to keep the different parts connected, there is clear reference to the same tension that characterizes 
the research process aimed at making manifest and maintaining consistency between the hypotheses, the theoretical 
references, the tools and the individual actions that are part of each project. In the future teacher’s work, this 
coherence can be seen in its entirety and significance, marking the need to constantly maintain the dialogue and 
connection between their choices and their initial statements with several actions and methodologies, through which 
former unfold. Paradoxically, the intensity of the experience as it emerges through a careful design and 
documentation does run "the constant risk of reducing everything to theory. Bringing out all aspects noticed without 
making them banal can also be frightening, but it allows you to look back with a critical eye, breaking away from 
the here and now typical of the time when the process is being carried out. This allows us to see ourselves from 
another point of view and to better see the critical aspects and weaknesses of our work, so we can improve". 
This aspect is thus closely linked to another which expressly refers to the fruitful relationship of mutual interplay 
between theory and practice, in a relationship of epistemological and active equality. The constant nourishment of 
students’ cultural questions through the in-depth investigation of the literature on their topics and other, more 
accurate reflection on the contexts and observations regarding the actions taken is also achieved through the 
construction of documentation tools that allow for the preservation of the quality of the experience and its critical 
and reflective analysis. 
2.3. Investigation and work tools 
The definition of the work tools, similar to typical research investigation tools, further highlight the parallel 
between training and research. Of particular relevance are the prepared observation protocols that are reviewed and 
co-constructed with students, that have the dual function of both focusing on common observation points among the 
group, as well as representing a revisable and modifiable starting point depending on the specificity of the individual 
projects. In addition, a crucial role is played by the documentation tools utilized, aimed at capturing the verbal and 
nonverbal dimensions of their experiences, encouraging the use of different tools for collecting information, 
including in particular diaries, photographs, audio and video recordings. The integration of the information collected 
allows for numerous ways of viewing the same objects in order to give back the complexity and globality typical of 
education and training situations as much as possible. 
An important role is also played by the e-learning platform which is specifically designed for groups of students 
in their final year, also open to postgraduates, where individual experience and research intertwine with and 
complement the learning and research community through discussions regarding related themes: "the idea of 
creating an e-learning platform open to all students - past and future - is an excellent choice in order to share the 
many experiences carried out, to remain open to all possibilities." 
This process is encouraged by group work, done in person or virtually, divided into subgroups where the others 
become "fellow travelers" with whom best practices and results are shared. 
2.4. The construction of a community 
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Another element is highlighted, namely the size of the group, as a place for support (effort) in working and 
thinking: "I appreciated that, in addition to individual meetings, the advisor was available for group meetings (with 
both former and current students).  Besides explaining the various stages of the process, they widened our horizons 
and encouraged comparison with other students. " 
Working with peers, in groups dedicated to in-depth investigations of specific topics, experimenting with 
educational activities in the classroom, reflecting openly about the difficulties met with, questioning the theoretical 
points of reference and how to integrate them, becomes a way of working that incorporates the school organization, 
for example within project groups, interclass or staff meetings. Comparison is therefore a necessary element that 
must be developed, in our opinion, even during university studies. For years this aspect was developed during the 
internship, and only during the last year did it become a specifically organized moment. Each student individually 
explored their own research question in dialogue with pedagogical-didactic and disciplinary theory, the thesis 
advisor and the supervisor. The size of the group became a secondary element. This study strives to give value this 
kind of work, where the group can become a network which offers answers, ideas and reflections for enriching one’s 
work. 
3. A comparison with other studies 
In recent decades, many studies have shown that the difficulties experienced by new teachers are also due to 
isolation within the new work environment, and this loneliness increases the difficulty of functioning in the newly-
begun profession. 
As is apparent from careful empirical investigation (Vannini, I., Mantovani, L. 2007) carried out by the 
University of Bologna through a questionnaire sent to all graduates of the Education Faculty from November 2002 
to November 2005 (answered by 57.3%, a sample of 238 completed questionnaires out of 425) the value given to 
the thesis process is one of the highest compared to the rest of the university career, with a value of 91%. This 
confirms that the time dedicated to the thesis crucial, also in relation to their future profession. Regarding another 
question on the adequacy of the course in terms of professional training, 97.3% expressed the need to better 
contextualize the courses to give more space to practical knowledge of the profession and to better integrate 
teaching and educational disciplines. 
These responses added to our reflections, thanks to comparison with a larger sample in the case of the University 
of Bologna, and the long-standing experimentation within schools, with both permanent and substitute teachers. 
The exploratory research presented here intends to analyze a few aspects of the thesis writing process in a 
qualitative way. The assumptions expressed are elements for further study, proposed as a method for the plan, 
design and realization of the thesis, not an overall reflection on the entire training process. The need for comparison 
between teachers of different disciplines related to their conceptions of the epistemology of the disciplines 
themselves as well as to general and disciplinary teaching and the conduct of groups and participatory classes, 
stemmed from the need to improve their teaching proposals, anchoring them more to the sphere of education and 
teaching practice and while remaining linked to the spirit of action research. 
This orientation is confirmed by a process developed at the University of Cambridge (McIntyre, 2005), which has 
set the analysis of ways to bridge the gap between research and practice as its goal, using the metaphor of the bridge, 
proposing various ways to cross it. The first step is to consider the complexity of the knowledge called into play, 
combining it with the ability to make immediate decisions, sometimes overlooked by theory, but very present in the 
actions of every teacher (Doyle, 1980; Dreyfus & Dreyfus, 1986). In particular (Doyle, 1980), teachers’ actions can 
be broken down and articulated in: multidimensionality, simultaneity, immediacy, unpredictability, publicness, 
history. These words illustrate the various aspects a teacher must keep in mind at the same time, including the ability 
to make quick decisions (Stansbury, Zimmerman, 2000; Tochon, 1993; Wittrock, 1986). It is impossible to predict 
what will happen with certainty, any action taken is totally public and in witnessed by many, as are the subsequent 
consequences, the historicalness of actions and future prospects. Focusing on these points, numerous books have 
devoted to reflections on the practice of teaching and the theoretical considerations that these practices generate. 
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Also in the words of a few students and teachers interviewed, the relationship between the learning experience 
during training and in-service becomes clear: "the methods used seem essential to me to prepare for my future 
professional life: always keep an open mind, without limiting oneself and getting stuck in a mentality that allowed 
no changes. This seems the best way to become a teacher who is really 'ready for anything' ". 
Conclusion 
In conclusion, the elements analyzed in the this exploratory investigation are in line with those identified in other 
recent studies that support the importance of the relationship between the learning experience during the final stage 
of university and the transition to becoming an aware, thoughtful teacher, able to address the complexity of the 
challenges of teaching in the classroom. In particular, further areas to explore are those that consider this final phase 
of study in light of some characteristics of the actions of researchers, like attention to the construction of the 
question, adherence to the context, the ability to relate theory and practice, flexibility as a response to the 
uncertainty regarding how to proceed as well as the need to continue sharing within a group that considers itself a 
research community.  
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